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Abstract 
 
This paper explores the tactics employed to overcome challenges, unique and 
common, for others new to or considering a foray into qualitative research using 
phenomenography.  Each contributing author is a postgraduate student making use 
of the phenomenographical research specialisation in their thesis.  Several 
reoccurring themes of difficulty repeatedly surfaced for the researchers, as well as 
unique problems specific to the research topic of each researcher.  The first two 
contributors have identified the historical antecedents of phenomenography and 
identified the constructivist-interpretive approach of phenomenography.  This is 
situated in a study of middle years teachers’ conceptions of “essential knowledge” in 
social science education, and a study of the qualitatively different ways in which 
lower primary school teachers in Papua New Guinea (PNG) understand outcomes-
based education.  The third contributor discusses practical issues with the most 
common form of data gathering in phenomenography, the interview, in relation to a 
study into primary school teachers’ conceptions of teaching science through inquiry 
learning.  The fourth contributor discusses data analysis, the structure of awareness, 
and the ‘outcome space’ as part of a study into the roles of parents in home 
educated children.  Common findings indicate that all researchers strove to 
understand the phenomenon from the perspective of the participants, and illustrate 
that phenomenography may be employed to answer a wide variety of research 
questions.  The result is a mapping of personal encounters with the methodology 
that may prove useful to researchers seeking to better understand this qualitative 
research methodology. 
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Introduction 
History of phenomenography 
Phenomenography is a research tradition that first emerged in studies of 
learning in Sweden in the 1970’s, although Patton (2002) states the term 
phenomenography was first used as early as 1954.  Denzin and Lincoln (2005) 
describe a period of “blurred genres” from the 1970s to the mid-1980s where 
qualitative researchers had access to a whole range of paradigms and methods 
including symbolic interactionism, constructivism, positivism, phenomenology and 
others.   According to Akerlind (2002), phenomenography  appeared in the 
mainstream literature in 1981 when Ference Marton (1981) proposed that the study 
of variation between phenomena should be a research specialisation its own right.   
The comparatively recent history of phenomenography (Svensson, 1997) tells us 
that this research approach emerged from investigations of students’ experience of 
learning.  It focused on how university students approached their learning in terms of 
“how” and “what” they learned in relation to real academic tasks (Marton & Saljo, 
1976; Svensson, 1976). 
Three lines of development can be identified in phenomenographic research.  
According to Marton (1986; 1988), the first line of phenomenographic research was 
content-related studies which related the differences in students’ learning outcomes 
to the differences in their learning approaches.  The second line of research focused 
on the study of learning in particular domains such as economics, mathematics and 
physics (Marton, 1986).  The third line of phenomenographic research regarded how 
people view aspects of their reality in areas outside education, such as politics, 
inflation, social security or taxes (Dall’Alba, 2000; Marton, 1986, 1988).  The third 
line of development described by Marton (1986, p. 38) centred on “pure” 
phenomenographic interest as it was concerned with describing the full range of the 
diverse ways in which people experience conceptions of a phenomenon. Pure 
phenomenography may be considered discursive phenomenography as described 
by Hasselgren and Beach (1997).  In contrast, “developmental” phenomenography 
“seeks to find out how people experience some aspect of their world, and then to 
enable them or others to change the way their world operates” (Bowden, 2000, p. 3). 
Phenomenographic research methods originated in studies of learning; however, the 
method can be applied for a range of purposes, both inside and outside education 
(Bowden, 2000).  A “pure” phenomenographic methodology was employed to 
explore middle years teachers’ conceptions of “essential knowledge” in social 
science education.  
Overview of phenomenography  
Phenomenography is a “research specialization” (Marton & Booth, 1997, p. 
110) focusing on the way something is experienced (Marton & Booth, 1997).  Marton 
(1986) describes the approach in the following manner: 
 
Phenomenography is a research method adapted for mapping the qualitative 
different ways in which people experience, conceptualise, perceive, and 
understand various aspects of, and phenomena in, the world around them.  
(Marton 1986, p. 31) 
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Phenomenography is an empirically based research tradition (Marton, 2000; 
Svensson, 1997) focusing on identifying and describing the limited number of 
qualitatively different ways that people conceptualise and experience a particular 
phenomenon.   Svensson (1997) argues that the aim of the research and its most 
significant characteristics are to describe conceptions with a view to developing clear 
understandings of their structures and relationships.  The qualitatively different ways 
of conceiving a phenomenon are known as categories of description.  The object of 
conducting research focusing on the different ways something is experienced is to 
identify the variation in the ways of experiencing the phenomenon (Marton & Booth, 
1997).   
Despite earlier assertions to the contrary (Marton, 1986), Marton and Booth 
(1997) assert that phenomenography is not a research method, or a “theory of 
experience” even though theoretical elements can be elucidated from it.  They 
describe phenomenography as a research specialization relevant to researching 
questions of learning and understanding in education.  The object of research in 
phenomenography is to discern the variation between ways of experiencing, 
conceptualizing, or understanding a phenomenon.   
Dall’Alba (1996, p. 6) notes that phenomenography is a “research approach” 
where there is on-going development in the design, execution and reporting of 
phenomenographic studies.  Such efforts enable phenomenography to move well 
beyond positivism towards an interpretive research framework.   The ontological and 
epistemological assumptions that underpin phenomenography are presented in the 
following section.   
 
The Philosophical Assumptions in Phenomenography 
This discussion of philosophical assumptions underpinning phenomenography 
was prepared in the context of a study which aims to uncover the qualitatively 
different ways in which lower primary school teachers in Papua New Guinea (PNG) 
understand outcomes-based education. Teacher understanding of the approaches to 
teaching and learning using an outcomes-based education model in PNG is vital in 
current educational reforms. Given this, the study requires a research method that 
can draw out teachers’ experiences of their own beliefs and practices, and compare 
such for qualitative difference. Hence, the phenomenographic research method has 
been chosen to achieve this.  
A fundamental assumption underlying phenomenographic research is that 
there are finite numbers of qualitatively different ways of understanding a particular 
phenomenon (Marton, 1988). The intention is to uncover the variations in the 
experiences or ways of constituting some aspects of the world (C. Bruce, 
Buckingham, McMahon, Rogenkamp, & Stoodley, 2004).  However, within 
phenomenographic research there are differences between ontological and 
epistemological assumptions that are often unclear (Svensson, 1995). These are 
discussed below. 
The ontological position 
Ontology is concerned with the nature of reality, and in the social sciences it 
refers to the question of social reality and how it can be studied (Apelis, 2008). From 
a positivist paradigm it is “assumed that there is objective reality subject to natural 
laws such as cause and effect and there are universal truths that can be discovered 
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through inquiry” (Imel, Kerka, & Wanacott, 2002). The positivist “characterises the 
world as made up of observable facts” (Glesne, 2006, pp. 4-5). 
Interpretivism, however, challenges the positivist’s notion of ultimate truth, 
laws and theories. Instead, it adopts the view that reality represents an interpretive 
device and that humans process experience and make such experiences 
meaningful.  That is, social reality is assumed to be constructed through participants’ 
perceptions of the social setting (Glesne, 2006). Burns (2000) believes that social 
reality is a product of meaningful interactions as perceived from the perspectives of 
those involved, and not from the perspectives of the observer. Through these 
processes the interpretivist understands that “reality is a human construct” 
(Wellington, 2000, p. 16) and through exploring, elaborating and sharing the “multiple 
socially constructed realities (Imel et al., 2002, p. 3), the researcher develops 
insights into their constructed situations (Wellington, 2000).  
This interpretivistic view of ontology as a major underlying assumption of 
phenomenography means that the nature of reality is defined as non-dualistic 
(Bryne, 1988). As explained by Marton (2000): 
 
 From a non dualistic ontological perspective, there are not two worlds: a real 
world, objective world on the one hand, and a subjective world of mental 
representation on the other. There is only one world, a really existing world, 
which is expressed and understood in different ways by human beings. It is 
simultaneously objective and subjective. An experience is a relationship 
between objects and subjects encompassing both. The experience is as 
much an aspect of the object as it is of the subject (Marton, 2000, p.105). 
 
That is, human reality is not divided into the objective and subjective world.  
However, there is even some ‘variation’ among phenomenographers 
regarding this ontological stance.  Richardson (1999) sees the non-dualistic ontology 
of phenomenography as problematic. He believes objects and events exist even if 
they are not being experienced.  Similarly, Stephanou (2008) views subjectivity in 
phenomenography as an illusion and it is used with different meanings in different 
contexts.  
Phenomenography seeks to discern the variations in the ways humans 
experience reality (Bowden, 2000). Similarly, the interpretive researcher persists to 
portray the meaning attached by the participants to what is being studied by the 
researcher. Interpretive dimensions refers to the “degree to which the research 
participants’ view points, thoughts, feelings, intentions and experiences are 
accurately understood by the researcher and portrayed in the research report” 
(Burns, 2000, p. 251). Hence, the interpretive social research paradigm can guide a 
phenomenographic study. 
 
The epistemological position 
Ontology refers to the nature of reality while epistemology reflects how one 
comes to know this reality. It addresses questions such as, “What is the relationship 
between the knower and what is known? How do we know what we know? What 
counts as knowledge?” (Imel et al., 2002). From a positivistic epistemology, the 
object of the study is taken to be independent of researchers thus implying that 
knowledge may be discovered and verified through direct observations of 
phenomena. The facts are established by taking apart a phenomenon to examine its 
  5 
components (Imel et al., 2002) as seen through the participants’ eyes. The positivist 
therefore believes in the “objective knowledge of external reality which is rational and 
independent of the observed” (Wellington, 2000, p. 16).  
An interpretivist epistemology, on the other hand, can be described as 
constructivism (Wellington, 2000).  As an interpretivist epistemology, constructivism 
proposes new definition of knowledge based on inter subjectivity instead of classical 
objectivity and truth (Wellington, 2000). The constructivist point of view is pragmatic 
where knowledge is constructed through interaction and socialisation (Silverman, 
2000). Specifically, social constructivism agrees that knowledge is created and 
sustained by social processes and that knowledge and social actions intertwine 
(Young & Collin, 2004). Through the process of these interactions, individuals 
process stimuli from the environment and create their own meanings (Burns, 2000). 
Overall, social constructivists contend that categories of knowledge and reality are 
actively created by social relationships and interactions which alter the way in which 
scientific episteme is organised (Wellington, 2000). Drawing on the arguments 
described above, a social constructivist-interpretive approach can form the 
epistemological basis of a phenomenographic research program.   
The following section presents further analysis of the constructivist-
interpretive approach within phenomenography.   
 
Phenomenography and a constructivist paradigm 
In the context of a study of middle years teachers’ conceptions of essential 
knowledge it was important to note the difference between social constructionism 
and constructivism in order to establish the epistemological basis of the study.   
According to Silverman (2000), social constructionism focuses on people’s 
behaviour and “prioritises interaction rather than meaning and, therefore, prefers to 
look at what people do without any necessary reference to what they are thinking or 
feeling” (Silverman, 2000, p. 10).  The distinction between social constructionism and 
constructivism is further illuminated by Crotty (1998) who distinguishes between the 
two by emphasising that social constructionism looks at the way culture shapes our 
world, the way we think and see the world.  In general, according to Young and 
Collin (2004, p. 376), social constructionism holds that “knowledge is sustained by 
social processes and that knowledge and social action go together”.   
In contrast, constructivism is concerned with the unique experience of each 
individual.  Constructivism is based on dualistic assumptions because it is concerned 
with how the individual makes meaning in relation to pre-existing social and natural 
systems (Young & Collin, 2004).  It appears that the terms social constructionism 
and constructivism are used idiosyncratically and inconsistently at times (Young & 
Collin, 2004).  Considering the potential for confusion in the use and application of 
these key terms, Crotty (1998) proposes that: 
 
It would appear useful then, to reserve the term constructivism for 
epistemological considerations focusing exclusively on ‘the meaning-making 
activity of the individual mind’ and to use constructionism where the focus 
includes ‘the collective generation [and transmission] of meaning’. (Crotty, 
1988, p.58). 
 
These are useful distinctions to consider in the context of the methodology 
adopted for the study of middle years teachers’ conceptions of essential knowledge 
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in social education. A constructivist-interpretive approach characterises this study 
because through phenomenography, the study is focused on the “collective” 
meaning or conceptions of knowledge generated by identifying a wide range of 
individual experiences.  At the heart of this issue is the debate amongst 
phenomenographers about the relational, non-dualistic view of the world. Bowden 
(2005) states that it is repeatedly emphasised that the basis of phenomenography is 
a relational, non-dualistic view of the world.  In contrast, while relationality 
characterises individual constructivism and social constructivism, they are dualistic:  
the inner world and the outer world are said to be divided, with one explaining the 
other.  Marton and Booth (1997; Richardson, 1999), however, reject both individual 
and social constructivism and assert that the phenomenographic position is that 
there is only one world, where there is an internal relation between the inner world 
and the outer world.  Yet, drawing on the distinction between constructivism and 
constructionism described by Crotty (1988), phenomenography does share some 
characteristics of constructivism because it illuminates the unique understanding and 
experience of the research participants in relation to a phenomenon. 
Phenomenography and interpretivism 
Informed by the paradigm of interpretivism, which involves a non-dualistic 
ontology and a constructivist epistemology, a phenomenographer does not focus on 
the phenomenon itself; nor does he focus on the individual experience of the reality 
and the process involved in creating the conceptions and perceptions of the reality 
(Crosswell, 2005). Instead the focus is on the relation between the experiences of 
individuals (within a group and as a group of individuals) and the phenomenon by 
describing and identifying the relational view of their experience in a given social 
situation or phenomenon (Marton, 1988).  
 
The Interview 
The interview is perhaps the most common form of data gathering technique 
in the phenomenographical tradition (Marton, 1986).  Many informative papers have 
been written on the theory and practice of data gathering through the 
phenomenographic interview (G Åkerlind, 2005; Bowden, 2005; Christene Bruce, 
1994), however there is still concern regarding many of the practical aspects of using 
an interview informed by a phenomenographical theoretical framework.  Some of 
these difficulties are discussed here in the context of a research project which looked 
into primary school teachers’ conceptions of teaching science through inquiry 
learning.    
Interviews took place at the teachers’ place of work after students had left for 
the day, and lasted around 45 minutes.  The researcher brought a note pad, two 
tape recorders (one electronic), and dressed much like any teacher would be (i.e, 
‘disguised as a native’). The time between first meeting the teacher and starting the 
interview was always filled with profitable small talk such as ‘how was your day’ 
which aimed to put the interviewee at ease and build rapport with the interviewer. 
Each interview began a contextualising statement thus: 
 
There is a lot of discussion in education and curriculum documents about 
inquiry learning. I am doing a study to find out about what perceptions 
teachers have of teaching in ways that foster inquiry based learning in 
science. There are no wrong answers here-I am predominantly interested in 
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exploring your ideas and experiences.  I want you to feel that I am the learner 
here and you the expert regarding your own practice, I will try to be like a 
blank slate – I want you to do all the talking and I’ll do the listening.  I just 
want you to tell me about your experiences with inquiry, and dig down into 
your understanding and practice of the what and why of inquiry in your 
classroom!  OK? 
 
The contextualising statement serves the purpose of situating the interviewee 
as the ‘expert’ in the room.   This was important for setting a scene where the 
researcher’s role was clearly to listen, not to talk, and a place where the researcher 
would be asking a lot of questions.  Some participants initially expressed the 
misconception that the research interview served as a chance for the researcher to 
inform the participant about the ‘right’ way to do inquiry, a misunderstanding which 
was allayed by the contextualising statement. Many researchers also use their 
contextualising statement (sometimes called the ‘interview introduction’) as an 
opportunity to reaffirm ethical issues, such as confidentiality and the verbal consent 
of the interviewee to the audio recording of the interview (e.g. Gerlese Åkerlind, 
2005; Trigwell, 2000). 
But what are the best ways to gather data during the phenomenographical 
interview, that is, what sorts of behaviours are appropriate and encouraged for a 
researcher during the interview?  Phenomenographic literature discusses 
‘bracketing’ (Ashworth & Lucas, 2000; Bowden, 2005) certain researcher 
assumptions about the phenomenon in order to avoid influencing participants 
account of their experience.  This involves such practices as not mentioning other 
data or participants (Ashworth & Lucas, 2000), not bringing up new terms (Green, 
2005), and trying to not analyse or precategorise the data during interviews 
(Ashworth & Lucas, 2000). 
However, certain behaviours, enlisted in the name of ‘bracketing’ on the part 
of this researcher appeared to have a very negative influence on teacher accounts, 
creating an ‘unnatural conversation’ where research participants seemed to become 
defensive.  For example, not laughing at their jokes (for fear of implying approval of a 
certain statement) quickly shut down enthusiasm for the topic which might have 
otherwise been very important to the interviewee.  Also, while certain verbal 
comments such as “great!” or “fantastic!” were consciously avoided, the complete 
absence of verbal prompts quickly tended to stall conversation entirely.   
Thus, in order to find the balance between personal expression and 
‘bracketing’ in practice, an interview persona was adopted perhaps best 
characterised as “gentle enthusiasm.”  This involved attempting to show a genuine 
interest in the teacher’s unique practice and perceptions – leaning forward, looking 
interested, smiling etc.  Neutral verbal prompts such as ‘hmm’ and ‘I see’, tinged with 
enthusiasm, seemed most effective in facilitating conversation.  Also, a conscious 
attempt was made not to cast value judgement on the teacher’s comments, but to 
demonstrate active interest in coming to know the teacher’s perception of the 
phenomenon.  
Ashworth and Lucas (2000) talked about ‘empathy’ which is when the 
researcher is open to the life world (unique way of seeing) of the participant.  For 
example, having participants choose the aspects of the question they wanted to 
answer during the interview (Marton, 1986), or regarding ‘factual claims’ made by 
participants, which researchers might otherwise be tempted to treat as erroneous, 
instead as of great interest (Ashworth & Lucas, 2000). Thus ‘gentle enthusiasm’ 
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became a way of connecting with participants and encouraging an environment in 
which they would feel comfortable discussing their practice. 
The goal of the phenomenographical interviews conducted in this research 
was to try and understand, as best as possible, the participants’ individual perception 
of the phenomenon.  As a phenomenographical interviewer in the discursive tradition 
(Hasselgren & Beach, 1997) the purpose of the interview is not to understand the 
phenomenon itself, nor to test participant understanding against the interviewer 
beliefs (Bowden, 2005); but to immerse oneself in the individual understanding, the 
‘life world’ (Ashworth & Lucas, 2000) of the participant.  Everything else flowed from 
that. 
 
Data Processing 
Data analysis will now be discussed in terms of a home education research 
project which examined the roles of home educating parents as they educate their 
children at home.  Home educating mothers and fathers were asked to nominate and 
describe the way they experienced their role as educators of their own children.  The 
data analysis stage of the research process commenced with saturation exposure to 
the interview data and finished with a parsimonious set of categories of description 
which faithfully described the conceptions these parents held of their roles as home 
educating parents. 
Dahlgren and Fallsberg (1991) outlined the phenomenographic data analysis 
process of arriving at a group of conceptions and an outcome space which faithfully 
describes the qualitatively different ways of perceiving the phenomenon.  The 
process includes: (i) familiarisation with the text of the interviews; (ii) condensation of 
the statements most significantly representing the emerging concepts; (iii) 
comparison of significant statements to determine differences or agreement; (iv) 
grouping of similar statements into tentative categories; (v) articulation of the 
essence of the similarity within each category; (vi) these groups or categories are 
appropriately labelled; and (vii) the categories are contrasted with respect to 
similarities and differences. 
Following the above process, familiarisation with the text was achieved by an 
initial period of prolonged and repeated exposure to, and immersion in, the interview 
transcripts.  Immersion in the text took the form of the researcher experiencing the 
interview, hearing the audio tapes of the interview (in some cases up to ten times in 
the pursuit of clarification), transcribing the text, repeatedly reading the text, personal 
reflection, discussion with colleagues, presentation at workshops for further input, 
and writing about the text.  These activities were often repeated and reviewed, with 
the researcher being aware of, and seeking to “bracket” (Ashworth & Lucas, 2000) 
personal biases and experiences, in order to know what it was that the parents had 
stated.  This analysis of the data gradually saw the emergence of utterances by 
parents which “were of interest for the question being investigated” (Marton, 1986, p. 
42), as they most significantly represented the concepts which were emerging during 
this extensive review of the data.   
 
Pools of meaning 
The utterances were compared and then grouped into sets or pools of similar 
meaning.   86 different pools of meaning were discerned as having emerged from 
the data throughout the analysis.  These pools of meaning quantitatively represented 
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the many different ways in which home educating parents experienced their roles as 
they educated their children.  Each pool of meaning was distinguished from the other 
pools of meaning by a peculiar characteristic or quality as articulated by the parents 
and was allocated a label to indicate that meaning.   
Some of the pools of meaning were labelled in the following ways:  a 
participant in the child’s learning and life; academic teacher; advocate for home 
education; career advisor; character shaper; decision maker; encourager of the 
child’s gifts and talents; creator of good citizens; lifestyle pioneer; change agent; 
educational partner with one’s spouse; planner; provider of play; provider of real life 
experiences; educational theorist; exemplar; learner and multi-tasker. 
Phenomenography takes a “second order perspective” in that it views the 
phenomenon from the subjects’ conceptions of their experience rather than imposing 
the researcher’s position onto the outcomes (Gerber, 1993; Marton & Booth, 1997).  
Thus, the development of these pools of meaning was the result of a repeated 
exposure to the subjects’ utterances and to the full interview transcripts.  The 
continual return to the original interview data reinforces the phenomenographic 
requirement that the labelling of the pools of meaning should remain faithful to what 
the parents had originally expressed (Gerlese Åkerlind, 2005). 
Conceptions 
A conception is the object of focus in any phenomenographic study.  It is the 
relationship constituted between the subject and the phenomenon experienced.  It is 
an intangible entity which encapsulates the way in which the subject has 
experienced the phenomenon.  Bruce (2002) described the conception 
diagrammatically in this way: 
 
 
Figure 1 Graphical representation of a conception (Bruce 2002) 
 
In the home educator study, a conception was the way a home educating 
parent experienced his or her role as an educator of their own child or children. 
 
Categories of description 
The extended, repetitive process of immersion in the data to discern 
meanings, and a continual critique and adjusting of the results with respect to the 
data, eventually delivered a parsimonious set of ‘categories of description’ which 
represented the phenomenon of the roles of home educating parents.  Categories of 
description are the researcher-generated ways of describing the qualitatively 
different ways of experiencing a phenomenon, derived from the participants’ 
conceptions (Marton & Booth, 1997).   
Each category of description was labelled as a description of a conception 
which parents held of their roles as home educators.  The four categories of 
description for the parent home educator study were: (i) Learner, (ii) Partner, (iii) 
Subject Object 
Relationship 
  10 
Teacher and (iv) Agent of Change.  This group of categories of description contains 
the different conceptions which home educating parents have of their educational 
roles.  
It is important to note that a category of description is not synonymous with a 
conception.  Rather, the category of description is merely a concrete way of 
describing the abstract conception or way of experiencing a phenomenon.  The 
process of the data analysis in moving from raw data to the four categories of 
description is illustrated below. 
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Figure 2. From data to categories of description 
 
These four categories of description represent the parents’ conceptions of, or 
ways of experiencing the phenomenon of their roles as parent home educators.   
The categories of description may be explained in the following way.  The first 
category represents the view that (i) home educating parents have to be learners in 
order to be educators.  The second category focuses upon the view that (ii) these 
parents are engaged in an educational partnership for the purposes of educating 
their children.  The third indicates that (iii) these parents see themselves as teachers 
of their children and the fourth demonstrates that (iv) they see themselves as having 
a role in bringing change to their communities.  These categories of description form 
the final description of the phenomenon which was studied.  This collection of the 
categories of description is called the outcome space. 
The outcome space 
The outcome space is a comprehensive expression of the researched 
phenomenon. The categories of description in the outcome space reveal distinctive 
ways in which the cohort has experienced the phenomenon (Marton & Booth, 1997).  
They are related to each other in a systematised, often hierarchical way (Marton, 
1994a, 1994b; Svensson, 1995), which reveals both the group’s increasing 
awareness of the phenomenon and the range of the group’s experiences of the 
phenomenon.  This particular outcome space captures the meaning of the roles in 
which home educating parents function.   
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Structure within the outcome space 
At this point in the analysis, it had become apparent that the categories 
demonstrated a structural consistency and a logical ordering.  The structural 
consistency among the categories seemed to easily progress from the individual 
parent, through to the parent’s spouse, to the individual child and then to the wider 
community. The roles of these home educating parents were relevant to the parent 
as an individual learner, to the parent in terms of being a partner in education, to the 
parent in terms of being a teacher of the child, and to the parent with respect to the 
wider community, in terms of bringing change to the world.  Commencing from the 
self, the outcome space could be organised to demonstrate a logical relevance of an 
expanding awareness of the role of parent home educators, to an expanding 
audience.  This hierarchical organisation of categories is diagrammed below. 
 
 
Learner
Partner
Teacher
Change Agent
 
 
Figure 3. Ordering of categories of description in the outcome space 
 
Dimensions of variation in the outcome space 
Within each category of description are aspects of the phenomenon which are 
common to all, yet which vary in some way across each category.  These aspects 
are called dimensions of variation.  One of the dimensions of variation which is 
common to all of the above categories is the dimension of “influence”.  The 
dimension of influence may be found in the “Learner” category of description, as 
each home educator has to (i) influence herself or himself in order to become a 
home educator.  This influence involves making decisions to home educate, 
adopting a new lifestyle, learning about home education and about academic 
subjects which will be taught to the children.  The home educating parent (ii) 
influences his or her spouse as they operate as educational partners in this new 
venture.  The parent (iii) influences his or her child throughout the process of 
teaching the children.  Finally the home educator (iv) influences the wider community 
by supporting home educators and also by facilitating the nurture of good, future 
citizens.  Thus the dimension of “influence” consistently appears in different ways in 
all categories of description in the outcome space.  This dimension of variation is 
diagrammed below. 
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Learner
Partner
Teacher
Change Agent
 
 
 
 
Figure 4. The dimension of “influence” found in all categories 
 
The phenomenographic data analysis process can deliver an outcome space 
to a research project, which is a window to the subjects’ experience of the 
phenomenon that is faithful to their experience as well as being rigorous in its 
research approach. 
  
Conclusion 
Each researcher has faced different challenges in their studies, from grappling 
with theoretical underpinnings, to creating four encompassing yet parsimonious 
categories from a formidable 89 ‘pools of meaning’.   However, each researcher has 
also discussed a similar theme, emphasising the importance of phenomenography- 
from theoretical foundations, through data gathering, through data analysis and 
research conclusions- is founded on coming to a valid and rich understanding of the 
meaning the phenomenon holds to the participants. 
This paper has not been a comprehensive treatment of phenomenography, or 
even of the ‘trials and triumphs’ each researcher has faced thus far in the pursuit of 
their studies.  The structure of awareness (Marton, 2000), variation theory (Marton & 
Booth, 1997), and different ways of viewing the ontological status of 
phenomenography (Svensson, 1997) are just some of the important areas of current 
discussion in the field. 
In the changing climates of educational research, phenomenography is, and 
continues to be, a popular choice.  Sustainable practices in phenomenographical 
research require that the best research possible is produced. As such, having a good 
understanding of the basics, and becoming aware of the complexities of 
phenomenography, is necessary for those new to it.  It is hoped that this insight into 
some shared journeys of trials and triumphs can help future researchers in the area 
as they engage with this powerful and at times complex research specialisation. 
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